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1 .  INTRODUCTION 
At this moment the Netherlands are going into a new 
phase in their Environmental Impact Assessment 
(EIA)-framework. We are waiting for a formai national 
govemment standpoint to be called 'More effective 
with ElA' to be presented to parliament. Where this 
will lead us to is not yet clear. It will be a process that 
will take the Netherlands into the next century and 
will involve all users of the new ElA-instruments. The 
key-word is differentiation of assessment instruments. 
And new forms of strategie environmental assessment 
will be in the core of these developments. 
The national govemment standpoint is a direct result 
of the Second advisory report on the ElA regulations 
contained in the Environmental management Act issued 
by the Environmental Management Act (EMA) 
Evaluation Committee dating May 1 996.  The 
Netherlands have a history in eva1uating and 
experimenting with their EIA-scheme. Section two will 
present a short history of the position of strategie 
environmental assessment (SEA) in the Dutch ElA­
regulations. 
The main topic of this paper is the relation between 
SEA and decision making .  Regardles s  of the 
approach and methodological choices in SEA one 
makes in the end the instrument and process of SEA 
should influence decision making to obtain 'a high 
lev el of protection of the environment ' by taken the 
results of the assessment into account during the 
preparation and adoption of plans and programmes 
(Art 1 ,  COM 96/5 1 1 ) .  The question is here what is 
effective SEA in relation to decision making and 
the goals of the new directive . 
In section 3 we will short! y go into the Du teh legislative 
framework for SEA , stipulating what is specifie in 
the Dutch situation. In the following sections we will 
to present a critical view on what the meaning of 
effective SEA based on the Dutch experiences and 
planning, evaluation and implementation literature. 
2. HISTORY 
Let us start with a short history of ElA in the 
Netherlands stressing the position of SEA. It is 
argued that the Du teh approach to ElA has perhaps 
been more deliberate and reasoned than that of any 
other state within the EU because of it 's long history 
of official interest (Wathem, 1988) .  And indeed the 
history of official interest dates back to 1974, so 
the Netherlands are going for their first 25 years 
jubilee of official thinking and re-thinking of the 
possibilities of ElA. Remarkable is that it has been 
a 25 year process of continuing ' leaming by doing ' 
involving experimenting, commis s ioned and 
academie research studies, formai evaluations and 
advises, learning from practical experiences gained 
in other countries and consultations with practi­
tioners involved. 
As a starting point we could take the 6the September 
1 974 when, following a recommendation by the 
OECD, the Minister of Public Health and Environ­
ment asked the 'Preliminary Central Council on 
Environmental Hygiene' for advice on ElA. 
The council was asked to answer the question 
whether ElA would be a useful instrument for Dutch 
environmental policy, how ElA should be imple­
mented, and whether ElA should be prescribed by 
law. On November 1 976, the Council advised that 
ElA would be an useful instrument in the Dutch 
context. 
With the advice by the Council and in the subsequent 
phases of experimenting and testing an ongoing 
discussion started on the position and the possible 
extent of SEA in the Dutch context. In their advice 
the Preliminary Council stressed the desirability of 
ElA on po1icy decisions and advised to give priority 
to the implementation of ElA for po licy decisions 
(VCRMH-advice, 1 977, p. 1 2,25) .  
Following the Council 's advice during the period 
1977- 1979 nine experimental EIAs were conducted. 
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S imultaneously complementary research was 
performed to evaluate the practical experiences 
gained in other countries ,  especially in the USA and 
Canada, and these experiences studied included ElA 
on plans. One of the nine trial EIAs was a forward 
planning appraisal. 
After this period of research and after a wide range 
of consultation a draft bil l  was presented to 
Parliament in May 198 1 .  
From 1982 un til 1 987 the ElA procedures from the 
draft could be followed voluntary. ln 22 voluntary 
projects was experimented with the draft act. ElA 
eventually became effective in the Netherlands on 
the first of September 1 987, so after thirteen years 
of preparations. 
ln the Netherlands there is a special advisory expert 
ElA Commission which plays an important role in 
ElA procedures. In their 1 99 1  annual report (ElA 
Committee, 1992) the ElA Committee elaborated 
on sorne experiences of the Commission with the 
application of ElA for strategie decisions. The 
Commission postulated that there are differences 
between preparing a strategie EIA-statement and a 
project EIA-statement, but that ElA may have an 
added value if these differences are recognised. 
Section 2 1 .2 subsection one of the Environmental 
Management Act, the former General Provisions Act 
for the Environment, which contains the chapter on 
ElA, stipulates that the Minister of Environment 
should report every five years to parliament on the 
way the Act is being applied. The independent 
commission for the evaluation of the Act issued in 
1 990 an advisory report on the operation of the EIA­
scheme. In the commission's opinion ElA generally 
worked weil. 
We are not going into detail in the recommendations 
the commission made and the changes it lead to. 
The most important recommendation from the 
perspective of SEA was the suggestion to broaden 
the scope of ElA. The commission concluded that 
ElA as an instrument !oses it's sharpness when it is 
generally used deliberating the main !ines of polie y 
plans. But the necessity for considered decision 
making based on adequate information on the 
consequences of decisions is s till there when 
deliberating on these main !ines .  The evaluation 
commis s ion recommended (recommendation 
number 7) for policy plans with environmental 
considerations to compel an environmental section 
or paragraph and involve the Commission for ElA. 
This environmental paragraph would be meant for 
parts of policy plans considering deliberation of 
main policy lines and where no ElA obligation in 
law exists for. The Evaluation Committee gave to 
consider to regulate in law this environmental 
paragraph and the task of the ElA committee 
regarding the content. 
For severa! reasons  the ElA chapter in the 
Environmental Management Act and the ElA 
Decree were revised in 1 993 and 1 994, among them 
an irnproved comp1iance to the EU Directive on ElA 
and the implementation of the Espoo Convention. 
Furthermore sorne methodological changes were 
made, especially the broadening of the concept 
environmental effect and modifications in the list 
of activities that require ElA. 
The recommendation on SEA did not direct! y lead 
to changes in the regulations .  But from another 
corner a new SEA instrument came into practice. 
The Netherlands were one of the first countries to 
give full attention to the Brundtland report. During 
the discussion on the governmental reaction on the 
Brundtland report a motion (Boers-Wijnberg) was 
proposed that the government would stipulate for 
every ministry and every policy sector how the 
recommendations of the Brundtland report would 
be given form. This lead to action point A 1 4 1  in 
the first National Environmental Policy Plan. This 
well-known plan states that many policies on ail 
leve! of government have important si de effects on 
the environment and thal much more attention has 
to be devoted to the interpolicy co-operation, which 
entails that policy areas like transport policy, 
physical planning, agricultural policy, economie 
s tructure policy, water management, building 
regulations, energy policy and educational policy 
have to be fine-tuned with the national environ­
mental policy (States General, 1 990). The imple­
mentation of action point A 1 4 1  was co-ordinated 
and methodological supported by the Ministry of 
environment, but the actually reporting was left to 
the responsible Ministries themselves.  
The goal of the examination by the minis tries was 
to realise changes in existing po licy instruments and 
come up with recommendations to give meaning to 
the Brundtland report in their specifie po licy areas . 
A second re1ated action point, A 1 42, stated that 
'proposais with possible important consequences for 
the environment should be provided with information 
on the consequences for the env ironment ' .  A 
Commission Environmental Test advised on this action 
point, and came up with recommendations for 
environmental testing. Their main advice was that 
extemal integration is a development process were 
building in guarantees is needed for sustainable 
development to be taken into account by the other 
departments. The output should be environmental 
paragraphs added to proposais and plans, not a 
checklist how to perform a test. An important guarantee 
for use could be establishing a Comrnittee to review 
the process of environmental testing (Advisory 
Comrnittee on the Environmental Test, 1 993). 
ln 1 996 the Evaluation Committee for the Environ­
mental Management Act issued a second advisory 
report on ElA. In the first report mentioned above 
little could be said about the effects and effectiveness 
of the EIA-scheme. The main purpose of the second 
advice was therefore to provide insight into the 
effectiveness of the scheme and into its effects .  
When we will be discussing the relation between 
SEA and decision making in section 5 we will draw 
from the range of commissioned research projects 
that supported this advice. The Evaluation Com­
mittee concluded that this research shows that the 
ElA scheme is a reasonably effective instrument and 
that this satisfactory result means that there is no 
real need for major changes in the law. 
3. THE DuTCH FRAMEWORK FOR SEA 
In the Du teh context there are severa! SEA instruments 
that serve the ove rail goal of strategie assessment. Two 
formai SEA-instruments were already mentioned in 
the short history above. Firstly the SEA-procedure 
obligator under the Environmental Protection Act in 
combination with the ElA Decree which is required 
for a number of spatial and sectoral plans and 
programmes .  Sectors involve can be agriculture, 
industry, energy, transport/infrastructure, tourism, 
water resources ,  waste management and land use 
planning. Responsibility for the SEA lies with the lead 
agency for the po licy, plan or programme. Since 1 987 
more than 30 SEAs have been carried out both on the 
national and the regional leve!, for a large part for 
waste management plans. 
In the Dutch system SEA is related to strategie 
policy decisions or strategie location decisions as 
part of the plan. An example of policy decisions 
would be the choice of method for waste mana-
gement (prevention, reuse, incineration or land­
filling). Not the spatial plans need the SEA but the 
specifie activity contained in the plan. Activities for 
which spatial plans are marked as EIA-obligatory 
decisions are large scale new housing projects, 
industrial areas and recreational facilities. Further 
ElAs can be requested for spatial plans for 
infrastructure projects like road- , rail- and water 
channels and major pipelines .  The gravity of the 
environmental effects of large scale projects depends 
on the size, the location and the way of constructing 
and using these projects. For the size the 1994 ElA 
Decree gives thresholds . If a new development 
exceeds this thresholds an ElA is needed. The ElA 
should be linked to the spatial plan that in the first 
instance foresees the construction of the project. The 
principal than goes that if a specifie development 
has been environmentally asses sed the ElA­
obligation is  fulfilled. So if the location choice of 
new housing development is assessed within a 
procedure for the decision making on a provincial 
spatial plan it will not be assessed again on a local 
leve! . We will go deeper into this choice of the right 
leve! of assessment in section 5 .  
Secondly the ' environmental test' on the national 
leve! required for ali Cabinet Decisions with 
significant environmental impacts. The goals of this 
test is to give environmental and sustainability 
considerations a full place in national policy making. 
The environmental test is meant to be comple­
mentary to the ElA-scheme. The legal basis is a 
Cabinet Directive and the responsibility for 
performing the test lies with the lead authority of 
the tested law or plan. The output of the test is an 
environmental section or paragraph contained in the 
exemplification of the law or in the plan. Un til now 
experiences are mainly made with the strategie 
assessment of regulation, but the test is also meant 
in the future to be used more for environmental 
paragraphs in plans and programmes.  Thirdly the 
Dutch Ministry of Foreign Affairs uses SEA where 
appropriate in i t s  planning of development 
assistance. 
Other instruments have an informai status or are 
not really SEA-instruments. 
Spatial planning law contains severa! obligations 
for the assessment of specifie environmental aspects 
(e.g. mobility, noise, soi! contamination) in plans .  
Further municipalities introduce environmental 
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section in land-use plans. More and more provinces 
and municipalities have introduced environmental 
tests more or less comparable with the environ­
mental test on the national leve! . In section 6 we 
will go into the experiences with these more 
informai instruments . 
4. SEA AND DECISION MAKING 
In general there is a difference between the need 
for environmental assessment of plans and the need 
for SEA as a formai instrument. Sustainable 
development asks for an integration of environ­
mental po licy objectives into other policy areas. This 
was recognised at the Rio Conference in 1 992, were 
sustainable development was widely agreed upon, 
and lead to chapter 8 of Agenda 2 1  with the overall 
goal to integrale socio-economic and environmental 
concerns in the decision-making process with a 
broad range of public participation. One of the four 
key objectives of chapter 8 concerns the develop­
ment and use of specifie policy-making tools and 
instruments that help to integrale environment in 
decision-making, including environmental impact 
assessment According to the CSD 1 among the 
decision-making tools that have been particularly 
widely developed and used is environmental impact 
assessment. SEA could be a continuous decision­
making tool for integrating environmental effects 
into plans and policies ,  aiming at the identification 
of the cumulative consequences of policie s ,  
governmental programmes and plans with impact 
on the environment, introducing sustainability 
principles into decision-making. It can also provides 
a mechanism for public participation in discussions 
relevant to sustainability at a strategie leve!. 
In spatial planning SEA is linked with spatial activities 
that have potential environmental effects . There is 
difference between an SEA of a plan, in which case a 
procedure with separate documentati�
,
n is presumed, 
or the mtegratiOn of SEA m the plan 1'1:\akmg process. 
The second approach could lead to minimal disruption 
of existing decision making procedures but holds the 
danger that the SEA is not or not full y undertaking in 
practice by lack of a separa te produced .document for 
justification (Wood, 1988). 
The idea that an ElA system shou1d app1y to ali 
activities likely to have significant environmental 
impacts, irrespective of their type, is quit old (e.g. 
Lee and Wood, 1 978) .  Still the vast majority of EIA 
undertaken in countries that have legal provisions 
for SEA for the approval of policies ,  plans and 
programmes relate to projects . For instance the 
Dutch experience with over thirty formai SEA­
procedures is just a very small part of the total 
number of spatial plans, considering for examp1e 
the around 1 700 local land-use plans are made every 
year. 
Besides al! advantages given to SEA there are also 
major weil known objections against SEA. In the 
first place there are political objections .  Especially 
against the restraint of the competence of respon­
sible administrators in decision making. Further 
politically there can be the practically dilemma of 
confidentiality of strategie decisions versus the need 
for public participation in SEA-procedures .  
Methodological two objections are often made . 
Firstly the problem is stated that on a strategie 
decisions leve! a wide variety of activities exist which 
complicates SEA. Second! y the decisions were a SEA 
are 1inked with are not primarily concerned with 
concrete activities, but are often abstract. This makes 
it more difficult to predict quantitative environmental 
effects on a strategie leve!, especially if the technical 
details of design and construction of concrete 
alternatives are unknown. 
A less heard argument is thal in citizens participation 
the leve! of clearness of alternatives influence the 
options and willingness of citizens to participate 
(Coenen, Huitema and O 'Toole, 1 998) .  
Sorne of these objections are weil know from the 
general discussion about the possibilities of ElA. 
Part of the methodological arguments against SEA 
can  be refuted by pointing on the growing 
knowledge and experience s  with SEA. B ut 
considering objections there are still a very good 
reason to very carefully consider the effectiveness 
of SEAs . 
What kind of decision making are we talking about? 
The SEA Directive refers to town and country 
planning plans and programmes which are part of 
the town and country planning decision-making 
pro c e s s  for the purpose  of e s t abl i shing the 
framework for subsequent development consents, 
and which contain provisions on the nature, size, 
location or operating conditions of projects (art. ;So 
the main activities to be assessed in the context of  
the directive will be strategie decisions in  conse­
cutive stages of decision making linked with 
subsequent development consents .  
In spatial planning there is a problem of the right 
scale to perform a SEA. In the SEA Directive it is 
stated that the detail of the information included in 
the environmental statement depends on the stage 
in the decision making process and the assessment 
on other levels in this process (Art. 5 Section 2 Corn 
95/5 1 1  ). Spatial planning systems con tain plans on 
different govemmental levels ranging form very 
strategie to very detailed land-allocation. In the 
Dutch context for instance we would find: 
National Spatial Planning Key Decisions 
Provincial Spatial Plan 
Detailed Provincial Spatial Plan 
Regional (cross-municipal) structure Plan 
Municipal Structure Plan 
Municipal Land-use Plan 
As explained before on the basis of the EIA-scheme 
an ElA in the Netherlands will only be undertaken 
once in consecutive decision making. If the location 
choice of new housing development is assessed 
within a procedure for the decision making on a 
provincial spatial plan it will not be assessed again 
on a local leve! . Sorne regret this, because if a SEA 
on the provincial plan is lacking this means that the 
starting point for the project ElA could be a less 
sensible location. But if there is a SEA on location 
alternatives there is no room left for considering 
construction alternatives with an ElA in the project 
itself. The law expects that the different govemmental 
levels make a choice for the right level of ElA on the 
basis of a deliberated and balanced decision making. 
To be linked with a SEA plans should satisfy two 
criteria :  
• are there crucial decisions in the plan, which means 
decisions after which substantial alternatives are out 
of the question; 
• is it possible to predict environmental effects . 
Practice however shows that not al ways a balanced 
and rational decision is made were the SEA should 
be linked. In practice the ElA is often undertaken 
by the government level who for one or another 
reasons wants to speed up the process or feels for 
other reasons the most need to reach a certain 
decision. Dutch provinces have the possibility to 
avoid a SEA of the location by keeping the new 
development so global that the ElA-obligation 
doesn ' t  hold. A further problem with provincial 
spatial plans is that they are open for possible future 
modifications when global developments are 
concretised. Municipalities can avoid SEA on a 
structure plan leve! if they change the plan in an 
informai plan because municipal structure plans are 
not obliged by law. Which is a pre-condition for 
linking ElA with spatial plans . 
The discussion on the right leve! for SEA or ElA is 
nearly as old as ElA itself in the Netherlands . It 
structures itself around the dilemmas between 
enough freedom of choice of alternatives and 
enough reliable information on future environmental 
effects . (Bouwer 1 995). For instance in the case of 
the Fourth National Spatial Report Extra (VINEX) 
leve! after discussion in parliament it was decided 
not to perform an SEA although the VINEX 
contained rather concrete choices on housing- and 
industrial area location. 
s. EFFECTIVENESS OF SEA 
We are getting to the important question of effective 
SEA's related to decision making. In a conventional 
approach to the evaluation of planning, both the 
contents of the plan, the effects of planning and the 
planning proces s  itself can be the subject of 
evaluation (Coenen, 1996) . 
What does effective SEA mean? In general an 
instrument is effective as it contributes to it 's goal . 
The objective of the SEA Directive is to provide 
for a high leve! of protection of the environment. 
Goal achievement in such a substantive sense would 
mean that SEA would lead to environmental impacts 
avoided or mitigated or proposais altered in a more 
environmentally friendly direction. Because it is 
very difficult to establish a chain of causes and 
effects between the SEA-statement and procedure 
and this kind of effects it is very difficult to judge 
SEA effectiveness in such a substantive way. Goal 
attainment is something else than effectiveness, goal 
attainment can be due to rival explanations rather 
than or alongside the instrument. So if the overall 
goal of a higher lev el of environmental protection 
through spatial planning is reached it is very difficult 
to attribute these effects to SEA. 
The procedural goal of SEA in the European context 
is that the results of an environmental assessment of 
certain plans and programmes are taken into account 
during the preparation and adoption of such plans and 
programmes (Article 1 ,  COM/96/05 1 1  ) . In general a 
process evaluation of plarming is problematic because 
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a causal relation between efforts and effects is assumed 
but not evaluated. The evaluation is based on the idea 
that good efforts will result in good effects. So if one 
formulates enabling conditions of sound practice or 
established principles of operational excellence 
(Saldler and Verheem, 1996) one presumes that good 
efforts will lead to good effects . 
We define an effective SEA here as a SEA-statement 
that is taken into account in the decision making. 
This still leaves the options open that the SEA is 
linked during the plan making process or after it 
has been prepared. 
We will illustrate the problem of effectiveness with 
Dutch effectiveness research. The main goal of the 
Dutch ElA scheme is formulated as taking the 
environment 'full y' into account in decision making 
and given the environment a full place. With a full y 
is meant on the same leve! as classical interest as 
economies, housing, employment, etc. The end goal 
of ElA is a clean environment and streamlining 
decisions is considered to be a subgoal. The goals 
' taking the environment fully into account ' has to 
be realised both through environmental impact 
assessment as a process as through a systematic and 
methodical reporting, the EIA-statement. 
Judging the systematically and methodical reporting 
is no easy but a feasible job for which criteria can be 
developed. J udging the influence on decision making 
is much more difficult for the reasons stated above. 
The EIA-Committee observed in her 1 989 annual 
report that 'only in a limited number of cases a 
(strategie) environmental assessment contributed in 
a notable way to the decision making ' (Commissie 
m.e . r. ,  1 990) . In sorne of the individual cases 
reported the conclusions were more positive (zie 
Sadler en Verheem, 1 996, Tonk and Verheem, 1 998, 
Buitenkamp and Morel, 1 993) 
One of the studies for the 1 996 evaluation explicitly 
addresses the impact of the EIA-scheme, including 
the impact of the environmental impact assessment 
statement on decision making (Ten Heuvelhof and 
Nauta, 1996). The study took a stratified sample 
from the population of EIAs for which a decision 
was taken by the competent authority to draw 
statistically significant conclusions for different 
categories of ElA. Besides licence EIAs categories 
were transport infrastructure EIAs ,  routes of 
transport and location of dikes ,  spatial planning 
EIAs regarding concrete construction of housing, 
industrial and recreational facilities and the fourth 
category was strategie EIAs.  The strategie EIAs 
concem what SEAs is meant to do, SEA of plans 
on a higher abstraction leve! of decisions . 
The impact analyses was based on interviews with 
severa! actors involved. The study distinguishes three 
forms of effect: direct, knock -on and positive net effects. 
A direct effect occurs when an ElA contributes to a 
change in the actions of an actor actively involved in 
the decision-making for which the ElA was carried out, 
or the way in which that actor thinks about the problem. 
For ail categories together the researchers found that 
79 % have such a direct impact and 2 1  % do not. A so­
called knock-on effect occurs when an ElA has an effect 
in other processes and situations than those for which 
the ElA was carried out. So it is a kind of indirect effect. 
For the who le sample knock -on effects occur in 71 % 
of the cases and not in the other 29 %.  
The third category called positive net  effect occurs 
if the act ors consider that the direct effects outweigh 
the costs incurred, measured in terrns of the time 
spent and the delay undergone by the project. For a 
sample of 98 cases the researchers found in 29 cases 
no positive net effect, in further 29 cases a slight 
positive net effect, in 26 cases it was moderate and 
in 14 cases considerable. The study also tried to 
explain why these effects were such as they were. 
A statistical anal y sis of the data indieated whieh play 
a role in explaining the magnitude of the positive 
net effect are the time when the process started and 
the presentation of the project. 
The study was heavily criticised on the metho­
dological ground that it measure not the real knock 
on effect but something as the perceived knock on 
effects as remembered by the respondents . 
An alternative approach was used by De Valk ( 1 997) 
who tried to answer the question ' to what degree and 
in what way do ElA Statements affect the decisions 
at issue ' by a systematic content analysis of texts 
that forrn the basis of the decision. On the basis of 
two samples ,  decisions with and without EIA­
statements, he shows that that the environmental issue 
in decisions that are made on thé basis of an ElA is 
significantly more important than the environmental 
issue in decisions that lack such an EIA-statement. 
But both approaches ,  asking actors or analysing 
argumentation in decision-making documents, have 
their limitation for effectiveness research in really 
showing the influence of ElA on decision making. 
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6. AN ALTERNATIVE PERSPECTIVE ON 
EFFECTIVENESS OF SEA 
Here we will offer another perspective on effectiveness 
taken from planning, evaluation and implementation 
literature. The so-called 'decision-oriented' planning 
concept (Faludi, 1 987) sees plans as guiding frame­
works which enable us to take future decisions 
rationally and in line with theirmutual coherence. Here 
the object of the planning is to take decisions. Faludi 
has argued that different criteria should be used for 
these strategie plans that form gui ding frameworks and 
blue-print plans that have to be irnplemented according 
to the blueprint. A conformance view on evaluation 
means the measuring of outcomes to intentions, which 
fits very well with blue print plans. The alternative to 
the conformance view is the 'performance view ' 
(Barrett & Fudge, 198 1 ) .  A strategie plan gives 
guidance. If a strategie plan is abandoned, this does 
not mean that it did not work. We have to look at the 
usefulness of the plan to the decision-makers. 
There are similarities between SEA-statements and 
plans as guiding frameworks. An SEA-statement 
must  found arguments for decis ion making .  
Performance needs two conditions : 
- a necessary condition to take SEA-statement into 
account : knowledge of the content of the SEA­
statement 
- a sufficient condition: the SEA-statement has to 
be used in decision making if only to counter the 
environmental arguments . It is not necessary that 
the most environmental friendly alternative is 
chosen. Use does not mean in accordance with the 
most friendly alternative. 
One could argue that between knowing and using more 
steps are needed. If the planning subject is familiar 
with the SEA-statement, considers the SEA-statement 
relevant, consults the SEA-statement and uses the 
SEA -statement explicitly in justifying his decision we 
could talk about an effective SEA. (Coenen, 1996). 
This means that an SEA-statement or procedure is not 
effective because it follows the principles of good 
practice but because it leads to use in decision making. 
Use does not mean that it altered alternatives or 
environmental effects but that environmental 
considerations are taken into account. Justification of 
this use is then the key word. Contrary to the two 
approaches explained in the last section, asking actors 
or analysing argumentation in decision-making 
documents, this approach to effectiveness really shows 
the influence of EIA on decision making. 
7. DIFFERENTIATING STRATEGie 
ASSESSMENT INSTRUMENTS 
It will be clear to whatever the arguments for a 
strategie assessment of plans and programmes there 
are it will be an almost impossible task to perform a 
formai strategie assessment for every strategie 
spatial decision. The Directive offers an escape from 
SEA for small areas at local level (Art 4 section 4 
Corn 96/05 1 1 ) and makes the level of detail 
depended upon the significance of effects , the level 
of detail in the plan or programme, its stage in the 
decision making process and the assessment on 
different levels in the decision process (Article 5 ,  
section 2 Corn 96/05 1 1  ) .  
In the Netherlands experiences have already been 
gathered with assessment instruments relying on less 
stringent principles of documentation, procedure 
and the involvement of the public l ike the 
environmental test on the national level introduced 
in section 3. This instrument was introduced instead 
of a more formai SEA to: 
• avoid delay of decision making; 
• to easier gear the output ,  an environmental 
paragraph, to the significance of the issues raised 
in the policy proposai; 
• provide for flexible, efficient integration with other 
processes through minimum procedural and content 
requirements. 
These procedures have a very limited openness and 
often no public participation. Decisions are justified 
afterwards in separate paragraphs or sections of the 
plan. We still consider them as examples of SEA here 
if they fulfil two important conditions. Firstly there 
is a distinction between an assessment report, if only 
as an separate paragraph or section, and second! y is 
should be linked with sorne form of decision making 
procedure, which needs not to be formal law can also 
be internai provincial or municipal regulation 
(compare Lee and Hughes, 1995). 
Arguments given in practice to develop these 
complementary procedures is: 
• if the decision making procedure leaves very 
Jimited time or cost-effectiveness is a problem; 
• if an assessment is already undertaken on a higher 
decisions level and the assessment on a lower 
decision is just complementary in a sense th at 
• when the ambition leve! of the assessment is higher 
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than taking environmental effects in consideration. 
For instance a test on sustainablity, how difficult it 
may be in practice. 
In the rest of these section we will discuss short! y 
the choices and limitations of these alternative 
assessment instruments .  Two forms of environ­
mental tests are relevant here. Firstly the environ­
mental paragraphs contained in municipal land-use 
plans . Municipalities are obliged by law to report 
in the local land-use plans about acoustic and soi! 
contamination and mobility aspects. But more and 
more municipal land-use plans contain ' green 
paragraphs ' which deal with other environmental 
aspects like ecological effects of spatial develop­
ments. Research shows that the use of these 'green 
paragraphs '  depends on the restrictions in Du teh law 
which says that spatial plans are meant for 'good ' 
physical environment and not to conduct environ­
mental policy. Second! y in practice it is very difficult 
to enforce the statements in these paragraphs 
because of this unclear status. 
The second type of environmental test look like the 
environmental test on the national leve!. experiences 
with less formai procedure called sustainability or 
environmental tests to be used on different levels 
of decision making. These methods are based on 
the idea that policy-makers should be forced to 
justify how they took the environment into account. 
The outcome of such a test could be ranging from a 
sustainability score to an environmental paragraph 
added to a proposai. Especially interesting are 
environmental tests that work towards 'environ­
mental paragraphs '  as output of these tests, were 
the arguments of the decision should be elaborated 
on instead of sorne sort of environmental score on 
alternatives.  
What can we learn form these 'environmental tests ' 
on a local leve! 
• experiences show that in municipal practice one 
does not always think in terms of alternative 
proposais, except for go or not go; 
• if the environmental assessment test has to be 
internally prepared knowledge of environmental 
effects and relevant environmental policies is a real 
problem; 
• within the competent authority the test can be best 
performed by the tested policy field itself, the lead 
department, which means producing an environ­
mental paragraph together with the plan or proposai. 
The environmental department does not have the 
necessary helicopter view to add environmental 
paragraphs to ali proposais ,  and they are somehow 
considered as a opponent in municipal policy; 
• experiences in municipalities show the phenomenon 
of 'political erosion' of the tests. The political back up 
of the test was very essential . If sorne time after 
introducing the test the general trend is that (a) an 
environmental paragraph is not taken into account , or 
(b) there are no sanctions if environmental paragraphs 
are not added, there will be erosion. After a while the 
test are not longer be used, in a sense that departrnents 
stop adding environmental paragraphs; 
• the fear that other interests than the environment 
are left out in decision making as a consequence of 
the test leads to introducing complementary tests 
Iike a test on the economie effects of environmental 
regulations and policies ;  
• experiences show that guarantees can be build in 
that the test are actual used, and that there is room 
for outside involvement. 
8. CoNCLUSION 
B ased on the Dutch framework for S EA we 
elaborated on the effectiveness of SEA in relation 
with n spatial decision making. A major problem in 
SEA of spatial plans is finding the right leve! for 
the main SEA-efforts, an important condition for 
an effective SEA. Because of the difficulties of 
defining effec t ivenes s  of SEA from both a 
substantive and a procedural side, an alternative 
approach to effectiveness could be a solution which 
takes the perspective of use and justification as a 
key element. Dutch experiences show that effecti­
veness research should be more than going out and 
asking actors if the SEA-statement and procedure 
were effective at the one si de or studying the formai 
arguments used in decision documents at the other 
side. Further there are good arguments to look more 
serious  into alternat ive ,  l e s s  r igorous S EA­
instruments complementary to more formai SEA 
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